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Books and Media
Hermit: The Mysterious Life
of Jim Whyte
By Jeffrey H. Ryan
Maine Authors Publishing, 2019, 153 pages.
ISBN 978-1-63381-188-1.
Price: $17.95 (paperback).
Something about the Maine Woods must
attract loners, as well as writers determined to
uncover those loners’ secret lives. See Michael
Finkel’s national bestseller, The Stranger in
the Woods: The Extraordinary Story of the Last
True Hermit (Knopf, 2017), about a man who
holed up in a tent for 27 years in the North
Pond area of Belgrade Lakes.
In this new book, Jeffrey H. Ryan delves more than a century further
back in time. He was inspired by Appalachian Trail pioneer Milton Avery’s
1934 guide to the trail, which referenced a side trail to a cabin where lived a
“picturesque adventurer” who went by the name of Jim Whyte.
Ryan began researching the mysterious character, and thus Hermit was
born. Labeled “creative nonfiction,” his book relies on an invented narrator
to tell a tale that dates back to Whyte’s 1895 arrival in Monson, Maine, where
he settled into a remote cabin near what is now a section of the AT. This is
probably the best way to tell a story with many versions of the truth.
Who was Jim Whyte? By some accounts he was a world-traveling renaissance man who spoke six languages, who had an extensive book collection,
and who made, lost, and regained a fortune. But he evidently had a dark side
that twice attracted the attention of the FBI.
Ryan may not have definitively answered questions about Whyte’s shady
past, but he paints a colorful, engaging portrait of an enigmatic figure. As the
book’s title suggests, Whyte’s story remains a mystery.
—Steve Fagin
Book Review Editor
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AMC’s Best Day Hikes in Central
Massachusetts: Four-Season Guide
to 50 of the Best Trails, from the
Pioneer Valley to the Worcester Hills
By John S. Burk
Appalachian Mountain Club, 2018,
288 pages.
ISBN 978-1-62842-094-4.
Price: $18.95 (paperback).
I live in Connecticut, where forest and
shoreline dominate the landscape. Now that
I have this book, I’m going to make sure I
hike in the place I pass through on my way
north to bigger mountains. In the Bay State,
miles and miles of picturesque paths—both mountain and flatter ground—
offer excellent hiking, views, and nature.
John S. Burk’s excellent new guide describes 50 enticing trails in four
counties, including several hills, like Northfield Mountain, Mount Tom,
Mount Holyoke, and Mount Watatic; plus lower elevations, like paths around
the Quabbin Reservoir and in the Blackstone River and Canal Heritage
State Park.
Looking for a scenic vista? Try Wachusett Mountain State Reservation
straddling the towns of Princeton and Westminster, which boasts a 100-plusmile view of old forests, Echo Lake, and High Meadow.
Visit Deerfield’s Mount Sugarloaf State Reservation, with a panoramic
perspective of the Connecticut River and Pioneer Valley; and Hermit
Mountain in Erving, which offers views of the Miller River Valley and is the
site of a rock cave known as Hermit’s Castle that once housed a legendary
local recluse.
Want waterfalls? Try Two Bridges Trail in Ashfield, which passes Chapel
Falls and tumbling streams; Wendell State Forest in Wendell; or Jacobs Hill
Reservation in Royalston, site of a picturesque cascade and natural pools.
The volume also lists places to watch hawks (Willard Brook State Forest);
view beaver ponds (Bear Swamp Reservation and Granville State Forest, among
others); and stroll through a butterfly garden (Rock House Reservation).

winter/spring 2020 143

Appalachia_WS2020_FINAL 10.28.19_REV.indd 143

10/28/19 1:39 PM

Fulfilling the hallmarks of all Appalachian Mountain Club guidebooks,
Best Day Hikes in Central Massachusetts is well-organized, easy to read, and
contains detailed maps (by Ken Dumas) and trail descriptions, along with
scads of useful data. Historical essays describe the time of dinosaurs, the
lost towns underneath the Quabbin Reservoir, and early-twentieth-century
storms, among other fascinating events.
Burk, a photographer and historian who lives in central Massachusetts,
again has proven to be a reliable authority. He has written or edited more
than a dozen books and guides, including AMC’s Massachusetts Trail Guide
and AMC’s maps of the New England National Scenic Trail and Bay
Circuit Trail.
With this latest guide in hand, I’m eager to venture into new territory.
—Steve Fagin

Reflections: 100 Years of Friendship
and Hiking at AMC Cold River Camp
By Robert and Emma Crane
AMC Cold River Camp, 2018, 343 pages.
ISBN 978-0-692-19003-6. Price $29.95
(paperback).
What motivated you to go to (any)
Appalachian Mountain Club Camp the first
time? What did you find there that caused
you to go back? This volume compiles a whole
host of different answers to those questions
(granted, more aimed at the second rather
than the first), as particularly applicable to
Cold River Camp, located in Evans Notch on the border dividing Maine and
New Hampshire.
My wife and I had been backpacking for years, but when we had our first
child, a vacation would be decidedly less work at a full-service camp than
simply continuing to backpack with child. So, which camp, then? Within the
AMC universe, that was an easy choice: Cold River Camp was, and still is, the
only one allowing children of a minimal age. (In fact, when we went with our
daughter, aged 11 months, she wasn’t the youngest in camp. Three years later,
when our son was only 4 months old, he wasn’t the youngest in camp, either!)
144 Appalachia
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Although focusing narrowly on the camp, Reflections is encyclopedic in its
treatment of the subject. Starting with 120 pages of history—short biographies
of founders and other notables, summaries of 100 years of “this cabin newly
built” and “the main lodge expanded”—the documentation is remarkably
thorough for an organization whose records have been almost exclusively
maintained by volunteers. Still, unless you have spent some time at Cold
River Camp, you will quickly skip ahead. Of course, those whose lives have
revolved around the camp for decades will find it all fascinating, including
the final 90 pages listing volunteer names, historic dates, and a bibliography
The general reader will engage in camp traditions, as well, particularly in
the “CRC Art, Poetry & Song” section. These contain samplings of universal
truths for anyone who has ever trod the trails of the northern New England
mountains or been to camp anywhere. There follow about 100 pages of
“Reflections” by a great variety of campers, young and old. I tried to put
myself in the mindset of never having been to CRC. Would I find this
interesting? I failed. These short essays are all interesting in their own unique
way (compliments to the editors for managing to collect them), but they are
all—how could it be otherwise—imbued with the camp cultural and physical
environment, which makes them precious to the camp regulars and perhaps
less than easily accessible to those of you who have never had the pleasure of
experiencing Evans Notch in the company of fellow campers.
—Robert Goeke

The Impossible Climb: Alex Honnold,
El Capitan, and the Climbing Life
By Mark Synnott
Dutton, 2018, 403 pages.
ISBN 978-1-101-98664-6.
Price: $28 (hardcover).
The title is oxymoronic: With his
now famous free solo of El Capitan, Alex
Honnold has proved the impossible to be
possible after all. Is there such a thing as an
impossible climb? Whatever has been done
will almost certainly be surpassed. In April
2019 Jim Reynolds free-soloed Patagonia’s
winter/spring 2020 145
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highest peak, Fitz Roy. Five thousand feet of wall, versus El Cap’s mere 3,000.
Even more amazing, Reynolds down-climbed the entire route.
Honnold is justifiably resistant to ascriptions of fearlessness. Synnott
writes, “Alex tries to deal with fear in the same way he would other basic
emotions, like hunger.” He was even induced to undergo a brain scan to check
for abnormalities. It revealed nothing dramatic but a relative insensitivity to
threats. But you cannot be brave and fearless at the same time. I suggest
reading Joseph Conrad’s novel Lord Jim, in which a French sailor on a derelict
ship says, “One is always afraid, but one does not die of it.” Honnold has
exquisite control of his own fear.
Honnold emerges from this book as a likable though obsessive fellow. I
got a better sense of him here than I did from Alone on the Wall (Blackstone
Publishing, 2019), the autobiography he wrote with David Roberts. But
Synnott’s book is not only—or, I think, most valuably—about Alex
Honnold. Much of it describes the climbing life of Honnold’s predecessors,
their commitments, and strivings. Dean Potter, Alex Lowe, Ron Kauk, Jared
Ogden, and particularly John Bachar, the country’s best-known soloist before
Honnold, hold vivid roles in this account. You may also read about the raucous
Yosemite climbing gangs, the Stonemasters and the Stone Monkeys. And
Synnott narrates his own scary climb (sensibly, not solo) on the formidable
Trango Tower in the Karakoram.
To add to its excellence, the book has a section of vivid color photographs.
—Steven Jervis

The White Mountain:
Rediscovering Mount Washington's
Hidden Culture
By Dan Szczesny
Hobblebush Books, 2018, 284 pages.
ISBN 978-1-939449-17-7. Price: $25
(paperback).
How well we know that Mount Washington
inspires astounding devotion in its climbers.
But the mountain also inspires astounding
creative activity: a dandelion eradication
squad on the summit, a Railway to the Moon
146 Appalachia
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Steampunk Festival. During the charmed, lovestruck year Dan Szczesny
describes in this book, he was so enraptured by the highest mountain in New
England that he became its emissary—like one of Queen Elizabeth’s children
representing the great woman at royal functions.
He volunteered as an assistant cook for the Mount Washington Observatory
staff (heavy on the chicken parm). He strolled up the Mount Washington
Auto Road dressed as Walt Whitman while reading aloud for the annual event
of setting weird records, called Alton Weagle Day. Szczesny published an
essay based on that experience in Appalachia (“Mount Washington’s Quirky
Record Holder,” Winter/Spring 2018). He was everywhere Washingtonian,
living out his dreams and maybe ours.
The mountain queen is well and truly represented here. Szczesny’s book
brims with facts and history but also with love stories, starting with his own.
With no hiking experience at all, he first climbed Mount Washington in 1999:
“It was May. We headed up in the dark. We got back down in the dark. I could
not get out of bed the next morning.” Thus, the affair’s painful beginning.
Since then, the affair has lasted without pain, partly because “once
the mountain touches you, it changes you. No amount of miles that fate
puts between you and the hill can ever change you back.” The characters
Szczesny profiles have also been driven by love to sublime, and sometimes
ridiculous, activity; they are studies in the best kind of preoccupation. There
is George Etzweiler, the self-effacing 97-year-old runner in the annual Mount
Washington Road Race; Allmuth Perzel, the charismatic 77-year-old “Seek the
Peak” hiker known as a “Rock Star of the New England Hiking Community”;
and Alex McKenzie, the radio operator who, from the observatory in 1934,
recorded the highest wind speed in history—231 vertiginous mph. To the
mountain, each visitor is “just another pile of breathing stardust at the edge
of an ancient ravine.” But to each visitor, the mountain is sun and moon.
Toward the end of his year’s immersion, Szczesny takes his toddler with
him to the summit. This landscape so full of enthrallment for him is “just a
place of air and rocks” for her, less magical than a slice of pizza. But Szczesny
is patient, and the mountain is, too. His daughter will know and love
Washington, in time.
—Elissa Ely
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Chasing Denali
By Jon Waterman
Lyons Press, 2019, 140 pages.
ISBN 978-1-4390-3519-9.
Price: $25.95 (hardcover).
Alaska’s Denali has many distinctions.
At just over 20,300 feet, it is the highest
mountain in North America. It is by far the
northernmost peak of that height. It is subject to terrific storms. And it is very cold. An
Italian who had been to 8,000 meters on K2
told me Denali was the coldest place he had
ever been.
And the mountain once known as Mount McKinley has a storied history:
1908: Frederick Cook’s claim that he had made the first ascent two
years earlier is discredited, along with his claim of reaching the North
Pole. Yet some continue to believe him. There is a Frederick A. Cook
society even now.
1910: A team of “sourdoughs” from Fairbanks makes the first summit
of the (slightly lower) north peak. There is controversy about this, too
(more later).
1913: The true (south) summit is reached by a party led, or at least
participated in, by Archdeacon Hudson Stuck.
1951: Bradford Washburn leads a new route up the West Buttress. (This
route became the most popular way up; hundreds climb it every year.)
1967: Denali is the site of one of the worst calamities in American
climbing. Seven people die of hypothermia. Endless, bitter controversy
ensues over who is responsible.
Jon Waterman has been chasing Denali most of his life. He has written two
previous books about it. Surviving Denali (AAC Press, 1991) is an extremely
useful, cautionary account of accidents on the mountain and how to avoid,
or least live through, them. In the Shadow of Denali (Lyons Press, 2010) is a
warm, often humorous, sometimes scary collection of essays. His new book
is part history, part reflection. He describes reaching the summit at age 60,
which he thinks is old age. (Just wait, Jon.)
148 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2020_FINAL 10.28.19_REV.indd 148

10/28/19 1:39 PM

He devotes much of his narrative to the famed—and sometimes argued
about—“sourdough” climb. It is an amazing story: A bunch of tough Fairbanks residents without climbing experience or traditional equipment (not
even a rope) reached the north peak, just shy of 20,000 feet. They dragged
a 14-foot spruce pole behind them! They wanted to plant it on top so their
townsmen could see proof of their feat. (I once heard Bradford Washburn
exclaim, “You couldn’t see a lighthouse from Fairbanks!”) Not everyone
believed the sourdough account, especially after several false embellishments,
but Waterman sets out to resolve the matter. He succeeds by enlarging a
photograph taken from some distance in 1912. There we can see, plausibly if
not very clearly, the pole, right where it was said to be—not on top, but at
well over 18,000 feet. This photo is now part of Denali history, thanks partly
to Waterman.
But has he fulfilled the dust jacket claim that he has solved “one of the
greatest mysteries in mountaineering”? Although some have doubted the
sourdough narrative, most accept it. A member of Stuck’s 1913 party said
he had seen the pole. Mount McKinley, an enormous book by Bradford
Washburn and David Roberts (Abradale Press, 1991), assumes the validity of
the ascent and shows an arrow on a photograph, taken from some distance,
pointing to the flagpole.
More revealing than the flagpole photo is Waterman’s analysis of the
“creepers”: improvised nine-point crampons that may explain the ascent of
what will be forever known as “sourdough gully.” This is a long, steep slope
of snow and ice, with the hazard of falling rocks. It is hard to imagine climbing such a feature, much less hauling along a 14-foot spruce pole. As of 2016,
no one seems to have repeated this ascent, even without a pole. In 1976, four
climbers took a long fall trying to descend the gully. Two of them were killed.
Waterman does a fine job with the crew of roustabouts, blowhards,
and hardmen in Alaska in the early 1900s. Among the most colorful is the
bloviating, overweight, and unskilled Tom Lloyd, who claimed to have been
with the sourdoughs not only on the north peak but also on the south. He
paints an unflattering picture of Hudson Stuck as “fond of boys,” something
you are unlikely to glean from the archdeacon’s own writing. And Lloyd
revisits Frederick Cook’s misdeeds, always worth doing.
—Steven Jervis
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The Winter Army: The World War II
Odyssey of the 10th Mountain Division,
America's Elite Alpine Warriors
By Maurice Isserman
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2019, 336 pages.
ISBN 978-1-328-87143-5.
Price: $28 (hardcover and audio),
$14.99 (Kindle).
Given that this book, by Hamilton
College history professor and occasional Appalachia contributor Maurice Isserman, describes
the origin and role of the U.S. Army’s 10th
Mountain Division in World War II, its attention to straightforward military history should
be expected. But what may surprise readers is that the origin of the specialized division of soldiers who could ski and rock climb, and the lobbying that
brought it into being, did not come from the Army but from well-connected
members of the skiing community, particularly Charles Minot Dole, the
founder of the National Ski Patrol System.
This small group of concerned citizens felt inspired by the exploits of
Finnish ski troopers in the Winter War of 1939–1940, and those of Italian,
Austrian, and German alpine troops in World War I. The group of citizens
also feared the potential of German invasion through Canada, if Britain were
to be defeated. They managed to persuade a reluctant flatland army that it
might need troops who could fight in mountainous and snowy terrain.
Once the Army had such troops, it struggled to find a role for them, so
they trained and trained, and it was only near the end of the war that the
10th Mountain Division saw significant combat. But on the Belvedere ridge
in the Italian Apennines, their specialized training paid off in a rock-climbing
assault that took the German defenders by surprise and eventually opened
the entire Po Valley. Only the German surrender ended the division’s race
through northern Italy.
It is a cliché to say that NASA gave us Tang, but it is less well known that
the 10th Mountain Division gave us much of the postwar boom in outdoor
recreation. Its alumni inspired the rise in popularity of skiing, rock-climbing,
the environmental movement, and the founding of outdoor leadership

150 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2020_FINAL 10.28.19_REV.indd 150

10/28/19 1:39 PM

schools. Isserman doesn’t overstate the case for the importance of the 10th
Mountain Division in creating the modern outdoor movement, but readers
may be startled by the number of familiar and important figures who appear.
This is a well-written and presented volume that skillfully fits many vivid
first-person accounts into a historical narrative. It is free of the padding and
repetition that blights some publishing nowadays due to computer drafting.
I would have liked a few more maps.
—Nat Eddy

Starvation Shore
By Laura Waterman
University of Wisconsin Press, 2019, 416 pages.
ISBN 978-0-299-32340-0.
Price $27.95 (hardcover).
Cannibalism has such an ugly ring to it.
The word brings to mind the serial killer
Jeffrey Dahmer or the character Hannibal
Lecter from The Silence of the Lambs. But
wouldn’t any of us resort to eating human
flesh to survive, if the circumstances became
dire enough?
In Laura Waterman’s first historical
novel, Starvation Shore, the reader must consider the moral line where
cannibalism might become ethically permissible. In re-creating the 1881–
1884 Lady Franklin Bay Expedition to the Arctic, when Americans set
a new “farthest north” record in the race to the North Pole, Waterman
reimagines the barren path that brought starving men so close to death
that they would eat their shipmates’ corpses. Stranded for three years
along the Arctic waters of Ellesmere Island, only seven of 25 men survived
the ordeal.
Waterman herself brings a unique viewpoint to this story. In an interview
with her on the podcast Time to Eat the Dogs, the historian Michael Robinson
of the University of Hartford suggested that Waterman may have better
understood the strain faced by polar explorers because of the physical and
psychological pressures she faced while homesteading for 30 years with her
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late husband, Guy. She had to accept his choice to end his life in frigid
temperatures on the summit of Mount Lafayette in 2000. One cannot read
Starvation Shore without wondering if Laura Waterman subconsciously
related to the explorers’ feelings of isolation and their blunt encounters with
death.
I picked up Starvation Shore because I love the nonfiction works of
the Watermans, who co-authored five books on the history of Northeast
exploration and the ethics of wilderness travel. I wanted to see what she did
with her first novel. I was also curious as to why Waterman—who is now
80 years old—had switched to fiction set in a land far from her native
Northeast.
To gain insight, I caught up with Waterman in May at a reading in
southern New Hampshire.
“I have never been to the Arctic, and I don’t have great interest in going
there,” she told a small audience gathered at the Toadstool Bookshop in
Peterborough. “But I knew to a certain degree what these men were up
against, in terms of very low temperatures and extremely strong winds. We
have the benefit with the Presidential Range of being able to stick our noses
above the treeline and pushing it as far as we want to. You can be out in
extremely debilitating weather.”
Waterman said she first learned of the Lady Franklin Bay Expedition in
2008, when she read the anthology Ice: Stories of Survival from Polar Exploration
(Thunder’s Mouth Press, 1999), which included an excerpt from the diary
of David L. Brainard, the first sergeant under expedition leader Adolphus
Greely. Brainard’s diaries happened to be in the archives of the Dartmouth
College Library, not far away from Waterman’s home in Vermont, so she
checked them out. Fascinated with stories of exploration since childhood, she
became engrossed with Brainard’s iced-over hell.
“I fell in love with these guys in a funny way,” Waterman told me after the
book talk. “I got to know them as people, as human beings. They were in an
incredibly stressful situation and they were doing their best to get out of it.”
Starvation Shore took a decade to research and write. During the process,
Waterman said she would wake up at 4:30 a.m., make coffee or tea, and read
an entry from Brainard’s diary to put herself in the right frame of mind before
writing from 6:30 to 11:30 a.m. Background research came from nonfiction
books about the expedition, notably Alden Todd’s Abandoned (University
of Alaska Press, 2001), Leonard Guttridge’s Ghosts of Cape Sabine (Putnam,
2000), and Theodore Powell’s The Long Rescue (Doubleday, 1960).
152 Appalachia
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“I had nothing to contribute to the nonfiction books,” Waterman said,
explaining why she chose the novel form. “I was interested in the emotional
minds of these 25 men, and you can’t get at that through nonfiction. I wanted
to get at the emotions.”
I would recommend this book to anyone interested in Arctic exploration,
although readers unfamiliar with the Lady Franklin Bay Expedition may find
themselves seeking additional historical context to appreciate the significance
and “epicness” of this expedition. I often found myself tripping over the
question of fact versus fiction. Did the crew really jump from one ice floe to
another? (Yes.) Did Sgt. Brainard really use his ice ax to chop apart two men
whose clothing had frozen together? (Yes.) Was Lt. Greely really unaware of
the cannibalism? (So he claimed.)
This was not the only Arctic expedition to devolve into cannibalism.
Among the more famous examples is British explorer Sir John Franklin’s
failed search for the Northwest Passage, which ended with all 129 men dead
despite the fact that they’d eaten their crewmates’ corpses.
Waterman said she hoped readers of Starvation Shore would take
inspiration from its stories of heroism, particularly that of Brainard. One
of the strongest crewmates both physically and mentally, he becomes the
primary food provider, netting shrimp in subfreezing temperatures when
others are too weak to stand. He also carries the ethical burden of fortifying
the crew’s rations with meat he cuts from corpses.
Waterman said she hoped her readers might “learn to live better from
good role models” and vice versa: “Maybe we can learn how to avoid our
mistakes from poor role models.”
When it comes to role models, one of the greatest is the indefatigable
author herself. She walks to her local library daily for a ration of emails and
the online world, although she has no intention of ever having internet or a
computer at home. She types her manuscripts on a Royal typewriter and is
already at work on two more books: a historical novel about the opera singer
Maria Callas and a memoir that picks up where her 2006 book Losing the
Garden ends. Perhaps writing Starvation Shore was a necessary personal step
before she could root deeper into her psychological cellar.
—Stephen Kurczy
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Cultivating the Wildness Within
By Walt McLaughlin
Red Dragon Press, 2016, 173 pages.
ISBN 978-1-945063-07-7.
Price: $16 (trade paperback).
In one form or another, Walt McLaughlin has been seeking wildness his whole life.
The Vermont poet, philosopher, and adventure writer has sought connection with what
Thoreau called “luxuriant nature” for most of
his professional career.
McLaughlin has hiked Maine’s 100-Mile
Wilderness, spent weeks exploring New York’s
Adirondacks, reflected on Vermont’s Long
Trail, spent a year studying astronomy, and even wrote about the connections
between civilization and the wild world by living in Paris.
But all that wild tramping, it turns out, was an expression of McLaughlin’s
attempts to come to terms with a two-week stay in the Alaskan bush in the
1990s. In Cultivating the Wildness Within, McLaughlin pulls twenty years of
wilderness experience together in one book, a collection of philosophical,
memoir-like essays exploring the history and significance of human beings’
love-hate relationship with the wilderness, as well as his own connections
to nature.
The collection of essays is divided into three sections: “Wild Encounters,”
which tells stories of McLaughlin’s travels into the woods and those of his
family, his pets, and his grandchildren; “Wildness and Being Civilized” looks
at the relationships between urban, rural, and outdoor living; and “Prospects,”
the most forward-looking of the sections, considers the future of the wild.
McLaughlin had already written about the Alaskan trip in his book
Arguing with the Wind (Wood Thrush Books, 2010). It’s what came after that
trip—the nagging, constant pull of the wilderness, the feeling that a part of
him died in Alaska—that the writer addresses in Cultivating.
McLaughlin makes no secret about his general philosophy that hiking
offers humans a sort of baptismal cleansing. In an early essay titled “Hiking
Hard” he writes, “There you will find a core truth about humanity: that for
many thousands of years, before any semblance of civilization, our kind
roamed from place to place. And it was a hungry happiness.”
154 Appalachia
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Later, he explains why. “Only while wandering aimlessly through the
forest, while grooving on all of its sights, sounds and smells, do I feel truly at
home in the world.” McLaughlin’s accessible writing style lends the book a
breezy, hippie vibe, which makes more personal the explorations on climate
change and urban life. McLaughlin doesn’t dismiss “civilized life” out of hand.
He remains grounded in the everyday frustrations many of us feel when we’re
just trying to get outside.
In fact, I found his musings on time spent in Paris to be the most engaging
essay of the collection, describing his early morning walks through the city
of art and culture in the same way as a hike to a mountain summit. How
does McLaughlin connect the two dissimilar realities? Through personal and
general connections. In the chapter titled “Walking Paris,” he writes, “In
Alaska, I connected with the earth itself, slowly discovered through wilderness
my own nature. In Paris, I connected with humankind as a whole.”
In spots, particularly near the end of the book, McLaughlin bemoans
the construct of modern technology taking the place of natural experiences.
This feels somewhat forced. I’d have preferred a deeper exploration of the
accessibility shift—more rescues needed, higher dependence on technology
to bail folks out of trouble—but this is nitpicking in the face of the book’s
larger themes.
And to McLaughlin, what resonates most after twenty years is that the
natural world does not have to exist wholly outside of civilization. An attuned
explorer can walk quite comfortably between the two. Wildness can be found
in the backyard.
In the chapter “The Great Wild Silence,” McLaughlin admits that he
can’t express this connection. “I wish I could articulate the great wild silence,
putting into words the way it consumes me. I long to vocalize the unfiltered
reality of nature, thereby making it intelligible to empire builders, dreamers
of heavenly cities, and other utterly urban folk. But that’s not how it goes.”
That is exactly how it goes, though, in McLaughlin’s book. Cultivating
the Wildness Within perfectly illustrates one explorer’s quest to find natural
comfort in an increasingly modernized world and carves out a path for those
of us looking for a way to live life more deeply, connected to our wild selves.
—Dan Szczesny
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Zen on the Trail: Hiking as Pilgrimage
By Christopher Ives
Wisdom Publications, 2018, 177 pages.
ISBN 978-1-61429-444-3.
Price: $17.95 (paperback).
ISBN 978-1-61429-460-3.
Price: $11.99 (ebook).
Oh dear, one might think, “another
‘Zen-of ’ or ‘Zen-and.’” What is it about that
syllable that fascinates acolyte and advertiser
alike? Perhaps the title, Zen on the Trail, was
the publisher’s idea. This reviewer, ignoring
cliché, will take the title as a sincere statement
of purpose.
At only 147 pages exclusive of end matter, this is a big book. Christopher
Ives pursues several side trails in the course of promoting his essential message: Pay Attention!
The backbone of the book is a hike up the Dry River Valley in the
White Mountains of New Hampshire. Along the way, Ives gives us asides
into Buddhist thought, Japanese customs and aesthetics, Zen monks’ lives,
American transcendentalism, and ecological awareness. Partly a presentation
of his considerable credentials, part memoir, part soliloquy, part treatise, the
book is permeated by his experience living in Japan and his evident love for
the Japanese language. Each of his ten chapters begins with ideograms; the
prologue with junpai, meaning “pilgrimage.” Heading Chapter 5 is gyogi,
or “ritual practices.” Anyone curious to get better acquainted with Japanese
aesthetic terms and religious customs will be well served by Chapter 8, “Beauty
and Blazes on the Trail.” Ives explains the nuanced vocabulary of a sensibility
that has fascinated the West for 150 years, from fukinsei (“asymmetry”) to the
more familiar sabi (“patina of rust and wear”).
Ives is a veteran hiker. He prepares meticulously his well-loved equipment
and sets out alone to refresh his spirit, as many of us do. Backpacking by its
very nature is ritualistic, a more deliberate enactment of daily routines of
eating, moving, and resting. “A rhythm sets in,” he writes. “Our mouths quiet
down. . . . Challenges along the path sharpen our attention—a boulder to
scamper over, mud to step around. . . . Basically, our mind is getting emptied.”
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An empty mind in this sense is not an oblivious one. It’s a mind
encountering the “raw physicality” of the body moving thorough nature,
examining but not necessarily naming what the senses encounter. To walk, to
meditate, is to attempt to quiet the anxious soundtrack of ordinary life. This
applies even more to the smaller-scale wonders in a neighborhood, even to
looking out the back door at a weed in a crack of pavement.
A book is of course anything but an empty mind; at least one hopes so.
It is not the reality of the moon, maybe not even a finger pointing at the
moon. Perhaps it’s a picture of a finger pointing at the moon. We spend the
bulk of our time in a heavily mediated state, books included. Though it may
protest otherwise, Zen is second to no philosophy when it comes to loquacity. Master Dogen’s Shobogenzo, the classic Japanese thirteenth-century text, is
a case in point. In his classic Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind (Shambhala, 2011),
however, the teacher Suzuki said that for its practitioners, “There is no need
to understand what Zen is.” I leave the last word here to Han Shan (as translated by Burton Watson), the ninth-century Chinese poet who called himself
“Cold Mountain”:
High, high from the summit of the peak,
Whatever way I look, no limit in sight!
No one knows I am sitting here alone.
A solitary moon shines in the cold spring.
Here in the spring—this is not the moon.
The moon is where it always is—in the sky above.
And though I sing this one little song,
In the song there is no Zen.
				
—Malcolm Meldahl
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Glorious Mountain Days
By Allison W. Bell and Maida Goodwin
Bondcliff Books, 2018, 108 pages.
ISBN 978-1-931271-35-6.
Price: $24 (paperback).
Once, long ago, people wrote letters,
charming ones that dwelt on the details
of existence: a happened-upon flower, the
weather report, a feeling.
“This crumpled sheet of paper has been
over the whole range in my pocket,” Harriet
Freeman wrote at 6 a.m. on July 15, 1902, to
her secret lover, the Rev. Edward Everett Hale, a married man. “The range”
was the Presidential Range in the White Mountains of New Hampshire, and
the moment in time was a tenuous one for the land. The White Mountains
were mostly state- or industry-owned and in danger of decimation by loggers.
Freeman, a single and independently wealthy Boston resident, had organized a weeklong, guided camping trip. Her letters and those of her companion, Emma Cummings, have been curated lushly and lovingly into this book.
It’s a re-creation, with historical and modern photographs, of their trek over
Mount Washington, through Pinkham and Carter Notches, into the town
of Jackson. It also tells of what happened afterward. Freeman returned eager
to throw her abundant energies and funds into the protection of the Whites.
In this she was aided by Hale, whose letters she signed—for his eyes alone—
“Love me always my dear dear Edward.”
The ladies hiked through rivers, along poorly marked trails, and across
boulder fields. They wore shirtwaists, long skirts, and lace-up leather boots.
Cummings was 46, Freeman, 55.
Freeman and Cummings were amateur birders and botanists, and their
letters are full of detailed observations.
The layout of Glorious Mountain Days is beautiful. Scans of the yellowed
letters juxtapose with historical and nature commentary. Black-and-white
photos and present-day color ones face each other, as if bridging time. How
much about the mountains has changed. How much hasn’t.
—Elissa Ely
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